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ABSTRACT 
This classroom research project examines the effectiveness of formative feedback strategies in 
discussion classes. Formative feedback is a form of feedback where students identify their 
language problem and are given a chance to practice their weakness (Tuttle and Tuttle, 2012). In 
other words, formative feedback quickly “fixes” behaviors. The aim of this project was to 
understand student’s perceptions after receiving formative feedback. Students responded to a 
questionnaire that asked them to evaluate the feedback they had received and whether they could 
use the feedback in future activities. While over 90% of the students stated that formative 
feedback was helpful, less than 60% of the students reported that it was the most helpful activity 
in the lesson.   
 
INTRODUCTION  
Classroom teachers casually evaluate the second language speaking skills of students on a daily 
basis. Teachers respond to the student’s language use; both their accurate and inaccurate use of 
utterances. According to Omaggio (2001) teachers use one of six different error correction 
methods. These methods are explicit correction, recast, clarification requests, metalinguistic 
feedback, elicitation and raising tone. Research conducted by Lyster (2001) revealed that recast 
is the most commonly used error correction technique used by language teachers. However, 
research has shown that recast does not help language learners repair their oral production errors. 
It can be concluded that recasts can be confusing to students as they are unaware if the teacher is 
correcting the content or the form of their speaking (Tuttle and Tuttle 2012). Furthermore, recast 
and other error correction methods do not provide students with practice to clearly identify their 
language problems and practice correcting their language problem. 
Conversely, formative feedback can improve a student’s speaking ability by identifying 
their language problem and providing them with an opportunity to immediately practice to 
overcome their language gap (Heritage, 2007; Tuttle and Tuttle 2012). Formative feedback also 
provides students the opportunity to be informally assessed in their speaking performance in 
regular classes and on a regular basis. When formative feedback is conducted in class, language 
learners can experience growth in their language ability.  
In a speaking class, giving effective feedback to students is difficult. Speaking is 
ephemeral and teacher feedback in the classroom setting only addresses the majority of the class, 
thus excluding the minority. However, this notion of formative feedback in a discussion helps to 
address all members of the classroom to improve their speaking. This is because formative 
feedback is a sequence of monitoring student output, diagnosing their strengths and weaknesses, 
giving students feedback by reinforcing old strategies or providing students new strategies to 
improve their weaknesses (Tuttle and Tuttle 2012). Hence, formative feedback addresses the 
needs of everyone in the classroom and helps everyone improve their speaking (Wiggins, 1998).   
This research focuses on formative feedback strategies in improving student’s function 
use in the final discussion. Data from student questionnaires that were conducted in weeks 4, 8, 
and 12 of the 2012 spring semester was analyzed to understand student perceptions and the 
effectiveness of formative feedback in enabling students to practice their weaknesses during 
class.   
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METHOD  
Over 90 students who attended the author’s discussion classes were asked to fill out a 
questionnaire sheet during the review classes in weeks 4, 8, and 12. The self-evaluation sheet 
was a way for students to reflect on their performance in class and discover which different 
techniques were most helpful for students in improving their weaknesses.  
The student questionnaire sheets (see Appendix A) were given out after the first 
discussion. Question 1, “What was your weak point in Discussion 1” was answered immediately 
after the students completed the discussion. Question 2, “Did the formative feedback 
(Discussion 1, Repeat week 12) give you the chance to use your weak point?” was immediately 
answered after the practice feedback. Students answered Questions 3, 4, and 5 of the 
questionnaire after they finished Discussion 2. Questions 4 and 5 are crucial for this study as 
they help to understand the student’s preferences for the different formative feedback techniques 
and their perception as to why they were so helpful. The formative feedback activities are 
always done in pairs. The students practice their weak point whilst discussing one of the two 
Discussion 1 questions again. However, each lesson’s task delivery and instructions were 
slightly different. For example, in Lesson 4 students were given a graphic organizer on the board 
to help them utilize the different function phrases and communication skills they had learned so 
far in the semester. In Lesson 8, students started the activity standing up and once both members 
in the pair practiced their weakness, they could then sit down. Lastly, in Lesson 12, before the 
students did the formative feedback activity, they completed a self-check list (see Appendix B) 
to self-evaluate their performance in the first discussion in terms of their function and 
communication use. The self-check sheet listed the phrases, so that students could look at the 
sheet as they completed the formative feedback activity with their partner. The data was 
analyzed by finding the frequency of a) students weaknesses, b) if the formative feedback helped 
students to practice their weakness c) if student’s weak point was practiced in Discussion 2 d) 
which activity in the discussion was most helpful to practice their weak point. Lastly, the author 
analyzed student responses to understand if there was a relationship between student weaknesses 
and activities to assist in practicing those weaknesses.  
 
RESULTS  
Lesson 4: During this review class, 91 students responded to the questionnaire. 95% (or 86 
students) stated the practice activity helped them improve their weaknesses, while 5% (or 5 
students) stated that it did not. 89% (or 81 students) reported using their weakness in Discussion 
2, however, 11% (or 10 students) reported they did not use their weakness in Discussion 2. On 
the student questionnaire, 43% (or 39 students) stated the formative feedback activity was most 
useful in improving their weakness, while 26% (or 24 students) said the function practice 
activity was the most useful, and 16% (or 15 students) stated the fluency activity was helpful in 
using their weakness. Finally, 14% (or 13 students) stated the Discussion 1 preparation activity 
was most helpful in improving their weakness. The results from the student questionnaire also 
show that of the students who reported reactions as their weakness, only 27% stated the 
formative feedback activity was helpful in practicing their weakness. And of the students who 
reported reasons as their weakness, approximately 37% stated the formative feedback was useful. 
On the other hand, 50% of the students who stated that Agreeing /Disagreeing and Opinions 
were their weakness reported the formative feedback activity was helpful in practicing their 
weakness.  
Lesson 8: During this review class, 96 students responded to the student questionnaire, 
with 100% responding that the practice activity was helpful in improving their weakness. 92% 
(or 88 students) stated they used their weakness in Discusison 2, while 8% or (8 students) stated 
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they did not use their weakness in Discussion 2. 58% (or 56 students) reported the formative 
feedback activity was most useful to practice their weakness. The student questionnaire shows 
23% (or 22 students) state the second most useful activity for improving their weakness was the 
Teacher Feedback strips, while 19% (or 18 students) reported the Discussion 2 preparation 
activity was useful for practicing their weakness.  
Lesson 12: During this last review class, 95 students responded to the questionnaire. 95% 
(or 86 students) stated that the formative feedback activity helped them practice their weakness, 
while 5% (or 6 students) responded the formative feedback activity was not helpful in practicing 
their weakness. 94% (or 88 students) reported they used their weakness in Discussion 2, 
however, 6% (or 6 students) stated they did not use their weakness in Discussion 2. 57% of the 
students (or 54 students) responded the formative feedback activity was the most helpful activity 
in practicing their weakness. 28% (or 26 students) responded the Discussion 2 preparation 
activity was most helpful in improving their weakness, while 15% (or 14 students) stated the 
Self-Check sheet was the most useful in practicing their weakness. The student questionnaires 
show that 2/3 of the students who stated Sharing Experiences as their weakness found the 
formative feedback activity to be a helpful activity. 
The Lesson 4 student questionnaires were the first to be administered and were slightly 
different in design from those used in Lessons 8 to 12, therefore, in terms of activities that 
assisted students in improving their weakness, it is difficult to show a clear relationship between 
them and questionnaires from Lesson 8 and Lesson 12. On the other hand, the student 
questionnaires from Lesson 8 to Lesson 12 are similar in design. From comparing these two 
student evaluations the results show that approximately 60% (58.33% in Lesson 8 and 57.44% in 
Lesson 12) of students felt that the formative feedback activity was most helpful in improving 
their weakness. 
  
DISCUSSION  
Formative Feedback Activity 
Overall, looking at the data it was surprising that while over 90% of the students answered the 
formative feedback activity assisted in practicing their weakness, approximately 60% of the 
students felt that it was the activity that most assisted in improving their weakness. Most of the 
students who stated that formative feedback activity was helpful in improving their weakness 
answered, “To improve my weak point formative feedback makes me use reasons.” These 
students answered it was helpful because, “I can try to use the phrase and I had the chance to use 
it.” OR “Because in formative feedback I can think about only my weak point, so I can practice 
very hard.”  
Ellis and Worthington (1994) state that the most effective teaching practice that results in 
positive student outcome is explicit instruction. In all three student questionnaires approximately 
90% of students stated that the formative feedback was useful. This could be a result of the 
teacher’s clear instructional language to complete the formative feedback activity.  
The study conducted by Lynch & Maclean (2001) reported improvements in repeat 
performances for speaking in terms of fluency, accuracy, and complexity. In addition to these 
positive findings, Lynch and Maclean caution that repetition of tasks is not very interesting for 
learners; therefore, tasks must be carefully designed so that they are not tedious. Thus, it can be 
said that while the formative feedback activity repeats the Discussion 1 questions, the task is 
simple and this repetition was kept interesting because students were paired up with a classmate 
whose ideas they did not hear during Discussion 1. It can also be said that the repetition of the 
formative feedback activity gives students sense of accomplishment and confidence in practicing 
their weakness. As a result, in Lesson 4, two students who did not practice their weakness during 
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the formative feedback activity failed to use their weakness in Discussion 2. However, in 
Lessons 8 and 12 there was no overlap in terms of students who did not use their weakness 
during the formative feedback activity and that of students who did not use it in Discussion 2.  
 It is interesting to note in Lesson 8, 100% of the students answered that formative 
feedback helped to improve their weakness. This is mainly because for this formative feedback 
activity students started the activity by standing-up and were told they could not sit down until 
both members of their pair used their weakness when answering the question. Results of a study 
conducted by Maad (2008) showed that repetition of the same task showed that time pressure 
pushed learners towards positive results, for example higher rates of complexity. Similarly in 
this lesson the formative feedback activity gave students a sense of pressure, and it encouraged 
them to practice their weakness because students did not want to be the last pair standing. 
However, the results show that only 58% of the students felt that the formative feedback activity 
was most useful in using their weakness. The majority of the students expressed this activity was 
useful by answering, “I can concentrate on my weak point more because I can't sit down if I 
don't use that.” Their reasons confirm that a sense of pressure assisted students in improving 
their weakness. A disadvantage of this activity was that students focused on their weakness 
rather than on the content of the discussion. In addition, the discussion becomes labored or 
unnatural, as each student is only required to speak once in order to complete the task. However, 
this activity is successful in that it forces students to perform the target language. It also 
reinforces the idea of balance and of sharing participation. It can be said it is a very useful 
activity to do to correct a behavior quickly.  
 
Student Perceptions on Other Feedback Methods 
Lesson 8 - During Discussion 1 the teacher utilized teacher feedback strips. The teacher would 
hold a function card (see Appendix C) to assist students to use the functions and communication 
skills during the discussion, making students aware of the most opportune time to use the 
phrases. 23% of the students stated this activity was most useful to practice their weakness, 
stating reasons such as “Because strips remind me of my weak point” AND “I think the teacher 
helps me is very nice.” These students may find immediate feedback on their performance to be 
helpful. It is interesting to note that only 3 out of the 26 students who gave that questions as their 
weakness found this activity to be most helpful. This may indicate that students who have 
difficulty asking questions in the discussion are introverted students and feel shy and intimidated 
to jump into a group environment to ask a question. 
In Lesson 12 after students completed Discussion 1 they completed a self-check sheet on 
their performance. Both Richard-Amato and Hedge (2000) state that checklists are helpful in 
language assessments especially in student centered classrooms. Hedge (2000) also asserts 
effectiveness of self-assessment sheets by stating, “It’s mainly because it is a metacognitive 
strategy that aims to develop their characteristics of a good language learner which involve the 
ability to assess their own performance the ability to be self-critical. Self-assessment 
personalizes the process of monitoring development.” (p. 94). Students who selected this activity 
as the most beneficial stated that “I became aware of my weak point” AND “I thought about my 
weak point and realized my weak point. If I did not think about my weak point I would not be 
aware of my weak point.” Self-assessment checklists were used to assess student’s weakness and 
performance in the formative feedback activities to collect data for this project but they were 
also used to facilitate students becoming autonomous language learners.  
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CONCLUSION  
Over 90% of the students stating that formative feedback activity is useful in the English 
Discussion Classes is a very positive response. On the one hand, for teachers incorporating a 
formative feedback activity in a class that already has time restraints maybe be difficult but the 
results show that it does help students practice their weaknesses and students do find it 
conducive to learning. While students stated that other activities are helpful this could be a result 
that those activities elicit the function phrases and communications skills more than the 
formative feedback activity, this should not deter teachers from incorporating formative 
feedback activities in their class. This is mainly because over 90% of the students stated that 
they were able to use their weakness in Discussion 2 with no teacher intervention, which 
indicates that doing formative feedback reinforces students to recall and generate usage of their 
weaknesses.  
Some limitations for this research are that in Lesson 4, students were given four choices 
for activities that helped them practice their weakness. After looking at the results from the 
student questionnaires in Lesson 4 it was decided to cut the choices down to three activities. The 
three choices being a) activities may have assisted students making them aware of their 
weakness (Lesson 8 Teacher feedback cards and in Lesson 12 the self-assessment) b) the 
formative feedback activity or c) the Discussion 2 preparation activity which is done after the 
formative feedback so the weakness is still fresh in the student’s mind. Making the choices more 
consistent might make it easier to look for similarities and differences across lessons. 
Furthermore, in the future, in each of the questionnaires it might be helpful to list three skills: the 
two new functions and the communication review for students to list as their weakness and 
emphasizing these functions because they are weighted more in the test the following week. In 
other words, putting emphasis on these skills may be more beneficial for student awareness. This 
may make it easier to examine more deeply the student’s weak skills and behavioral patterns. 
Additionally, a follow-up research by interviewing students who do formative feedback 
activities to understand more about their perceptions on formative feedback and other feedback 
methods may yield further insight on their views about feedback methods.  
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APPENDICES 
Appendix A: Student Questionnaires  
Lesson 4 Student Questionnaire       
Name: _____________________________ 
 
1. What was your weak point in today’s class? _____________________________    
2. Did the practice feedback give you the chance to use your weak point?                  Yes / No 
3. Did you use your weak point in Discussion 2?                   Yes / No 
4. To improve your weak point which activity was most useful? (circle one answer) 
Fluency   Function practice  D1 prep  Practice feedback 
5. Why? Please write a short answer in the space below: 
 
Lesson 8 Student Questionnaire    
Name:  _____________________________ 
 
1. What was your weak point in Discussion 1? _____________________________    
2. Did the practice feedback give you the chance to use your weak point?     Yes /No 
3. Did you use your weak point in Discussion 2?                      Yes /No 
4. To improve your weak point which activity was most useful? (circle one answer) 
• Teacher cards during D1   • Practice Feedback  • D2 Prep 
5. Why? Please write a short answer in the space below: 
 
Lesson 12 Student Questionnaires                   
Name: _____________________________ 
 
1. What was your weak point in Discussion 1? _____________________________  
2. Did the Discussion 1 Repeat give you the chance to use your weak point?   Yes / No 
3. Did you use your weak point in Discussion 2?     Yes / No 
4. To improve your weak point which activity was most useful? (circle one answer) 
• Self check   • Discussion 1 Repeat  • Discussion 2 Preparation 
5. Why? Please write a short answer in the space below: 
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Appendix B:Lesson 12 Self-evaluation 
1) Did you share experiences?   Yes/No? 
When I ________, I ….   Have you ever …? 
(Yesterday/Last year), I….  Did you…?/Do you…? 
(Sometimes/Often/every day) I…                How often…? 
 
2) Did you connect ideas?    Yes/No? 
As [you/name] said, …   What do you think[my/name’s] idea? 
Like [you/name] said, … 
Sorry [name], but… 
I see your point [name] but… 
 
3) Did you check understanding?             Yes/No? 
          Do you understand?   Sorry, I don’t understand. 
          Do you follow me?   Sorry, I don’t follow you.  
 
4) Did you ask questions?    Yes/No? 
 
 
Appendix C: Lesson 8 Teacher feedback cards  
 
  Join Ask a question 
 
